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Goal of a Cover LetterGoal of a Cover Letter
DemonstrateDemonstrate interest in employerinterest in employer

Very important in a challenging market: employers have Very important in a challenging market: employers have 
a ton of candidates to pick from and will likely choose a ton of candidates to pick from and will likely choose 
students who seem students who seem genuinely interestedgenuinely interested!!

ExplainExplain why you would be a good fitwhy you would be a good fit
Do not make the employer “do the work” Do not make the employer “do the work” 
YOU need to explain why your experience is relevant YOU need to explain why your experience is relevant 
and and why you will be an asset to the firmwhy you will be an asset to the firm

Show off Show off your excellent writing abilityyour excellent writing ability
It is your firstIt is your first writing sample!writing sample!



Employer Cover Letter Pet PeevesEmployer Cover Letter Pet Peeves
Typos!  Typos!  

SpellingSpelling
Grammar: passive tense, split infinitives, etc.Grammar: passive tense, split infinitives, etc.
Use of contractions, symbols (&, %, $, etc.), other Use of contractions, symbols (&, %, $, etc.), other 
abbreviations abbreviations 
Wrong words (e.g., “advice” instead of “advise,” “i.e.” Wrong words (e.g., “advice” instead of “advise,” “i.e.” 
instead of “e.g.” etc.)instead of “e.g.” etc.)

Generic cover letters that sound like they were Generic cover letters that sound like they were 
sent to hundreds of employerssent to hundreds of employers
Identifying practice areas or office locations the Identifying practice areas or office locations the 
employer does not have!employer does not have!
Including the wrong contact informationIncluding the wrong contact information



Anatomy of a Cover Letter Anatomy of a Cover Letter –– Part IPart I



Humble BeginningsHumble Beginnings
Header Header ––

Use same as resume (3 lines max!)Use same as resume (3 lines max!)
Include “permanent” address if applying outside of DCInclude “permanent” address if applying outside of DC

Date Date ––
Use upload/application dateUse upload/application date

Addressee info Addressee info ––
AlwaysAlways include a contact name + titleinclude a contact name + title
Find in NALP Directory, Symplicity or WebFind in NALP Directory, Symplicity or Web

Salutation Salutation ––
NEVERNEVER “To Whom It May Concern”“To Whom It May Concern”
If you don’t know gender, call employer If you don’t know gender, call employer or CDOor CDO and ask and ask 
(anonymously!)(anonymously!)



Anatomy of a Cover Letter Anatomy of a Cover Letter –– Part IIPart II



The Body of the LetterThe Body of the Letter
Who you areWho you are: first year law student!: first year law student!
WhenWhen: summer or spring semester: summer or spring semester
WhereWhere: which : which office(soffice(s) you are interested in) you are interested in

If you have no apparent ties to desired office, explain WHY If you have no apparent ties to desired office, explain WHY ––
For example, you are interested in working with clients in X For example, you are interested in working with clients in X 
industry, which is based there, have family/friends there, etc.industry, which is based there, have family/friends there, etc.
Need to convince them you are committed to that areaNeed to convince them you are committed to that area

WhyWhy: why you are interested in employer : why you are interested in employer –– focus on:focus on:
For firms: someone you know that works there, For firms: someone you know that works there, leading leading 
practice areas, recent cases/matters in the newspractice areas, recent cases/matters in the news
For government/public interest employers: because you For government/public interest employers: because you 
believe in/want to further their believe in/want to further their missionmission!!



The Whole Point: The Whole Point: Your Pitch!Your Pitch!

Goal: tell them why you would be an Goal: tell them why you would be an 
asset…i.e., give your asset…i.e., give your PITCH!PITCH!
Ideal: Ideal: 

1) practical, relevant legal experience and 1) practical, relevant legal experience and 
2) legal research and writing skills2) legal research and writing skills

Other options: Other options: 
Relevant nonRelevant non--legal experiencelegal experience
DemonstratedDemonstrated interest in relevant practice areainterest in relevant practice area
Career counselor can help you with ideal “pitch”Career counselor can help you with ideal “pitch”



The Golden RuleThe Golden Rule of Cover Letters:of Cover Letters:
Be Specific!Be Specific!

Give specific examplesGive specific examples
DO NOT rehash resume bulletsDO NOT rehash resume bullets
Use letter as opportunity to present most relevant, Use letter as opportunity to present most relevant, 
important experience in appropriate contextimportant experience in appropriate context

NONO: “I have worked on a variety of interesting : “I have worked on a variety of interesting 
litigation matters.”litigation matters.”
YESYES: “I researched and drafted a memorandum : “I researched and drafted a memorandum 
analyzing whether a foreign litigant has standing analyzing whether a foreign litigant has standing 
to challenge venue in federal court.”to challenge venue in federal court.”



The Wrap UpThe Wrap Up

Concluding paragraph Concluding paragraph –– SHORT!SHORT!
Thank the reader for her timeThank the reader for her time
Indicate when you will follow upIndicate when you will follow up

*DO NOT FORGET TO ACTUALLY FOLLOW UP!**DO NOT FORGET TO ACTUALLY FOLLOW UP!*

Sign off Sign off 
No need for eNo need for e--signaturesignature

Do not forget “Enclosure(s)”Do not forget “Enclosure(s)”



Cover Letter Drafting StrategyCover Letter Drafting Strategy

Asses your possible pitches Asses your possible pitches 
You should have several: one for each employer typeYou should have several: one for each employer type

Research employers Research employers 
Determine which pitches would work best on which Determine which pitches would work best on which 
employersemployers

Pick your top employers (the ones you are Pick your top employers (the ones you are 
MOST interested in) and write individualized MOST interested in) and write individualized 
letters for themletters for them
For all others, organize into “pitch groups” to For all others, organize into “pitch groups” to 
pair up with your pitchespair up with your pitches

Generate a template cover letter Generate a template cover letter and resumeand resume for eachfor each



What Next?What Next?

Start researching employers Start researching employers NOWNOW!!
Use CDO ResourcesUse CDO Resources

SeeSee links on CDO webpage and in links on CDO webpage and in 20092009--2010 2010 
Student Career GuideStudent Career Guide
Meet with your Career Counselor for individualized Meet with your Career Counselor for individualized 
research strategiesresearch strategies

Start Requesting Informational InterviewsStart Requesting Informational Interviews
Existing and New ContactsExisting and New Contacts

Review drafts with your career counselorReview drafts with your career counselor
Apply!Apply!



More InformationMore Information

Visit the CDO webpageVisit the CDO webpage
www.law.gwu.edu/careerswww.law.gwu.edu/careers

Read the Read the 20092009--2010 Student Career Guide2010 Student Career Guide
and Handouts on the webpageand Handouts on the webpage
Meet with your Career Counselor Meet with your Career Counselor 

AfterAfter CDO 1L Orientation for your sectionCDO 1L Orientation for your section


